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MORE ABOUT THE RIDLEY

e 14-taH,d
EGG TRANSPLANTING

By DEARL E. ADAMS
Photographs by Dearl E. Adams

Jn the next few pages I shall attempt to
relate what a group of friends and I have
learned, or think we have learned, and some
of our experiences in transplanting ridley
turtle eggs from one beach to another.
Let me say right at the beginning that
we are not a scientific group. The things
that are told in this account will be what
we have read, heard or found from our own
experience. I think some might be fact,
some guesses, and some mere theory.
-1 Some four years ago we were looking for
an interesting program for one of our
Brownsville Sportsmen Club meetings and
Mr. Ford Lockett, now retired, came up
with a film he had borrowed from Andres
Herrera of Tampico, Mexico. This film
was made by Herrera on a lonely stretch
of beach some fifty miles north of Tampico and was the filming of thousands
of ridley turtles coming · out on the beach
to lay their eggs. It showed miles of beach
literally covered with turtles. Some coming
out of the water, some throwing sand in all
directions covering their nests, and others
just digging nests. He completed his film
by later returning to get pictures of the
baby turtles hatching and going into the
water. We wer_e told that when he landed

Dearl E. Adams is a well known
building contractor in Brownsville, Texas. Through his association with the Sportsmen's Club
he became interested in the
ridley transplanting project and
has been the moving force behind local efforts lo bring the ridleys back to
Padre Island. If this project _eroves successful over
the next few y e a ~ may extend his conservation i~.es~ther species.

his small airplane to take the pictures of
the turtles first coming out of the water ,
to lay their eggs, he was stranded for over :
twenty-four hours before the beach was ,
clear enough to take off.
_./
I do not believe that before or since has
our club had a program that created as
much interest as this one did. Almost every
succeeding meeting it was brought up and
discussed. Mr. Grover Singer of Browns~
ville immediately saw the potential of such
a wonderful attraction to residents and
tourists if we could have it on our own
local Padre Island beach. His idea caught
on rather slowly, but he never let it rest. I
became the next president of the club and
he must have come to my office at least
once a week to see what could be done about
trying to get a start of these turtles on
Padre Island. About this time I became
very interested, mostly due to coming
across Archie Carr's article "The Riddle of
the Ridley". I then had my wife search the
library for anything she could find on sea
turtles. She found another book by Carr
which covered most of his research on the
green turtles on Costa Rica. There _w as very
little about the ridley turtle. Then I had a
chance to talk to Dr. Henry Hildebrand
of the University of Corpus Christi whom
I had heard was transplanting some five
hundred baby green turtles on the north
end of Padre Island. He gave what 'information he had in the short time we had to
talk. It _was enough to get me more interested fr~m a conservation standpoint.
For a good many years it seems the Atlantic ridley was considered a hybrid that
did not reproduce. It was thought by some
they were a cross between the logger-
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• Lepidochelys kenipii photographed within 24 hours of hatching. This was after
author's first successful nest transplanting.

head and the hawksbill. There was a difference of opinion as to which was the male
parent and which the female. Then a ridley
was caught in a net, was opened and found
to have eggs. This, of course, killed the hybrid theory forever.
I am told that it was only a few years
ago (eight or nine) that the nesting area
on the North Mexican coast was found by
Dr. Hildebrand. Of course, the native Mexicans of that area had known about it for
years and were there year after year, when
the migration started, to gather eggs. They
eat what they can, but mostly get them to
sell. This past year when we were there,
one person alone (there are many doing the
same) said he had sold over twenty
thousand eggs at thirty pesos per thousand!
1963
Our venture began in 1963 when we enlisted the aid of Francis McDonald who
runs a fish camp at the beach where the
migration occurs .. That year we were very
late asking his help and he managed to
get up only ninety-eight eggs. These he
flew back to us at Brownsville. We left immediately for Padre Island to plant them
in the sand. Although Mr. McDonald had
them well cared for iri a box with sand, we
did not know how they had been handled
before he got them nor how long they had
been in the sand before being dug up.
Consequently, we had no idea when they
were due to hatch. Seven of the eggs were

• Removal of eggs on Mexican beach. White
gloves protected eggs from contamination
by grease, etc.

given to Joe Bruer, a marine biologist with
Texas Parks and Wildlife, who was interested in our project. He wanted to nest
them in sand in a tub to see what would
happen. (The eggs never hatched.) The remainder, of ninety-one eggs, were · planted
on the Island.
Being very curious and knowing nothing
of the ways of turtles and turtle hatching,
we made several trips to the nest during
the incubation period to check on the eggs.
The nest was opened several times to make
sure they were still there. This, I am sure,
was a big mistake.
When what we thought might be hatching time came around, we set up camp near
the nesting place to watch and get some
idea of the number that might hatch. After
two weeks of watching and waiting (my
family stayed during the day and I would
come out after work at night) with nothing
happening, I decided to dig into the nest
once more. I found considerable numbers of
pieces of egg shell that could indicate some
hgs might have hatched before we got
there. There were over fifty eggs, however,
that were still intact, but full of tiny black
worms. The nest was also swarming with
sand crabs. My· conclusion was that this
first year was a complete failure. The
broken pieces of shell could possibly have
r esu lted from hatching, or perhaps were
the work of sand crabs. There were two
eggs that had partially formed turtles in
them, but ·we could not tell whether they
were dead or alive. This first experiment
19
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• Female ridley
begins digging her
nest on Mexican
beach. Of the
fertile eggs produced, only a few
will survive the
treacherous walk
to the sea.
Predators lie in wait
along the route.

only made me all the more determined, and
we started planning for next year.
1964

I was convinced that with proper care the
eggs could be transplanted successfully.
Whether or not the babies would return at
maturity is still anyone's guess.
After several letters to Mr. Herrera in
Tampico and talks with Mr. McDtmald, we
decided the best time to catch the migration
would be from around the 27th of April to
about the 5th of May. That year we had
planned to go about it in a more serious
way. We intended to make a trip down to
. the beach and get the eggs ourselves. We
would then pack them in sand and get back
to Padre Island as fast as we could. The
one way trip is about twelve hard hours of
driving over very rough dirt roads for more
than half the distance. Four wheel drive
is not necessary in dry weather, but is a
"must" when you hit the beach.
A permit from the U. S. Department of
Agriculture is needed from their headquarters in Hoboken, New Jersey, to import
the sand. These arrangements were all
taken care of and we took ·off from Brownsville on April 25, 1964. We had two four
wheel drive pick-ups. We decided that the
long way around, having more pavement,
was best for our first trip, so we went by
way of Cuidad Victoria and Cuidad Mante,
overnighting in Cuidad Mante. We got to
the beach about noon the second day. The
beach was already crowded with people
waiting for the turtles which, to our great
delight, ·h ad not come out yet. This beach
20
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was patrolled day and night by natives on
bicycles, on foot, horseback and on donkeys.
Occasionally, after the first two or three
days, someone would come by with a sack
of eggs taken from some early arrival that
perhaps could not wait for the mass migration. Nearly all of these eggs were offered to us either as an outright gift or for
whatever we wanted to give in return. We
declined as we were sure we could do better
ourselves later on. These eggs were most
always in very poor condition. They had
been dug up, washed and thrown into a
flour or gunny sack and carried for no telling how long on the back of a bouncing
horse or donkey. They didn't, to say the
least, look like good hatching eggs .
We could not have been better received
or treated by the people in that area. As
soon as they learned what we were trying
to do they helped in every way possible,
especially those who lived in the immediate
area. The president of the Eyido Rancho
offered the use of his shower (about three
miles from the beach) and any other assistance he could give. We wen:: told many
different stories of how the number of
turtles had decreased in the last few years;
buyers from Tampico and Mexico City
would come every year and leave with truck
loads of eggs for ready market in the cities;
boats would lay off shore and scoop up
thousands of live turtles and cut them open
just for the eggs. The meat of the ridley
is rarely eaten by the natives of this area.
We were told that the reason for such a
good market _for the eggs is that besides
being delicious they stimulate the sex
glands.
(turn to p. 40 l
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(from p. 291

Turtle Trailing
drought. The turtles did not hold territories in the sense of an area which was defended against other turtles, but they did
have home ranges to which their wanderings were largely confined. For adult males
the average diameter of the home range
was 330 feet, for females 370, but there
was a great deal of individual variation.
She found that movement of a turtle
within its home range was characterized
by "numerous turns, doublings, detours,
and criss-crossing paths". In addition, she
found that:
There is an interspersion of fairly direct
routes or traverses of the home range so
that the principal parts of the range are
visited in a relatively short time. There is
a tendency for some routes to be travelled
more fr equently than others. At intervals
of a day or more a turtle may return to a
particular tree or bush. Each time it will
make a turn or two around it, until f inally
an irregular we b-like pattern results. The

route may loop around the end of a particular log many times in different trips across
the range. One turtle walked along a single
short stretch of path seven different times
in eight .days, traveling over diverse areas
between times.
The distance a turtle trav els in a day
usually has very little relationship to the
distance measured in a straight line. People occasionally report findin _q the same
turtle in nearly the same spot several differ ent times and conclude that the turtle
is extremely sedentary. Th ere are times
when turtles travel very short distances,
or none at all for some days, but if a day
is favorably warm and moist the actual
distance 1nay be great in relation to the
straight-line distance, or even to the total
diameter of the home range. One of the
trailer turtles covered 456 feet in a da;y
without leaving its home range, which was
less than 300 f eet in diameter. The straightline distance between the form the turtle
left in the morning .and the form where he
spent the night was only 170 f eet. This
much travel on a favorable day is not
exceptional.
(turn to p. 48 )

(from p . 20)

Padre Island
This first trip we spent nine days waiting and only saw two turtles on the beach
the whole time. Our time had long since
run out and we felt fortunate that we had
collected three hundred and fifty eggs. We
had to leave without getting to see the
mass migration. We were told later that
they came out by the hundreds the third
day after we left.
We left the turtle beach about 8 a.m. and
this time took the shorter rough route, arriving at our place on Padre Island about
7 :30 that evening. We buried the eggs and
took off for ·our forty mile trip back home,
tired, but well pleased with ourselves for a
job well done.
On the forty-second day after . transplanting, my wife and family again moved to the
beach to take up watch and see what would
happen. This time we built a barrier of
two by twelves around the nest area to
make sure any hatchlings that came out
would be trapped and counted . before getting into the water. We had placed the eggs

in four nests, two of 100 eggs each, one of
150 eggs and one of 35 eggs. This was as
close as we could figure to the number
that had come out of the nests we had dug
up. The reason for only 35 in the one nest
was that they were a different egg, much
larger than the others. This nest was
found by accident when fighting a badger
out of a hole late one night right next to
our camp. I felt sure they were loggerhead
eggs, laid before we set up camp. Mr. Badger had smelled them out and had eaten
an undetermined number before he could
be reluctantly driven off with a stick. I felt
it best to nest these eggs separate from the
others.
Finally, after fourteen days of impatient
waiting, we were rewarded on the 56th day
by the appearance of one baby turtle! Not
much in itself, but we were certain it was
a promise of more to come. I almost could
not make myself leave the beach that day
to drive the thirty-six miles to work. I
might just as well have stayed by the nests
for all the good I was at the office. I left
the office before mid-afternoon and was
so mewhat disappointed when I arrived at
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beach becomes almost unbearable. The sun
was getting hotter, the flies were getting
worse, my wife and two boys were peeling
for about the fifth time, and all of us were
becoming quite irritable. After about three
more days with nothing happening we
broke camp and moved home. I do not feel
that our leaving wrote "finis" to our second
year by any means. We will never know, but
I feel that more hatched after we left than
while we were there. I am almost certain
that all the hatchlings we counted came
from only two of the nests. The other nests
for any of a number of reasons (some of
which we learned the following year) could
have been delayed and still hatched on up to
as long as seventy-five days after transplanting.

1965

• Ridley eggs transplanted into styrofoam
box where each nest of eggs was placed
in separate layer.

our beach camp to find nothing more had
happened. At this stage it was very hard to
keep from digging into the nests, but after
the previous year's experience, I had sworn
that the nests would not be disturbed and
was able to contain myself.
Four more turtles were in the enclosure
when we awoke the next morning. We were
elated and this day I knew there was no
point in going to the office. I did have to
leave though as I wanted to take one of
the babies to a photographer. I was very
sorry that this little fellow died before I
could get him back and into the surf. The
next day we hit the jackpot. There were
fifteen little turtles scrambling around the
enclosure. In a small enclosure, fifteen baby
turtles wildly fighting to get to the water
looked like twice that number. We yelled
that there were turtles all over the place!
We took down the barrier and had a lot of
fun watching them race for the surf about
seventy-five yards away. We tried to protect them on their journey from sand crabs
that were waiting all along their path, but
in spite of our vigilance two were killed
before tbey got to the water. We saw the
crabs go for them and arrived about the
same time they did, but not before they had
punctured the little turtles' necks with their
strong claws. We now had counted a total
of twenty hatch lings, with seventeen making
it to the water.
After some twenty days, -camping on a

This year, like all the others, was very
disappointing in regard to seeing turtles on
the beach in Mexico. All except my family
and a few friends had left within the first
ten days. We and the Palmers stayed another five or six days. The surf was full of
turtles . We could see heads sticking out in
all directions. We would watch by the hour
expecting them to come out any minute.
They never did, except for a few now and
then. We had managed to accumulate from
scattered nests eight hundred and fifty
eggs. Our goal for this year had been set
for at least a thousand. It was not an easy
job to get them. The beaches were being
patrolled as usual by the Mexicans. We
figured if we hadn't found a nest within
thirty minutes after eggs were laid it would
be too late. This meant keeping a wary eye
on the area day and night. We found many
slides coming out of the water and tracked
them to the edge of the sand dunes only to
find someone else, or in some cases, coyotes,
had already dug out the eggs.
The time came when we could stay no
longer. We took the eight hundred and fifty
eggs and my family and the Palmers headed
for home. Keath Hoyt and his friend stayed
on with the cameras to try and get pictures,
see the mass migration and get more eggs,
if possible. It turned out they stayed out
almost their full thirty day visas and
still did not see the migration. They were
only able to get one hundred and thirtyfive more eggs. These were from one nest
,,·here mama turtle came practically to the
edge of their camp to dig her hole. Keath
got some pretty fair movie shots.
The eggs were all buried on Padre as be41
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fore and in the same area. We had nine
hundred and fifty eggs in the nests. These
nests were grouped in holes we dug by hand,
dug and s haped as nearly as possible the
same as mama dug, and all eggs from one
nest were replaced in a new one in exactly
the same numbers. Some of our styrofoam
boxes could hold several nests of eggs so as
soon as one nest was dug and placed in the
box we covered eggs and sand with paper
towels before the next nest was dug. That
way each nest was kept separated from the
others. We used cotton gloves at all times,
never touching the eggs with our bare
hands. In removing the eggs from their nest
we were careful to pick them up with a
little sand and the mucus and urine that
was always mixed around through them. No
one ever told us this was the thing to do
and we do not know if it helps or not. I just
thought we should do everything possible to
assure a good hatch. It seemed logical to try
to move a nest intact.
June 9th, 1965, marked the forty-five day
period for the first nest we had found. They
ranged from the 9th to the 22nd, for the
last nest buried . .This meant we had to move
to the beach again before June 9th and stay .
an indefinite length of time to await the
hatch. We thought we knew by now that incubation would not be likely to be less than
forty-five days. We still do not know how
many days after that it might take. We are
fairly certain that it can vary greatly, depending on conditions and depth of the
holes, as we were to learn this year.
On Saturday, June 5th, we set up our
camp at the nesting site. This year I had
r ented a small house trailer and set up with
our re gu lar camp outfit, it made things a
little more comfortable. It was well I did,
for we had a long wait. Near!~· three weeks
later I began to give up. We knew that
two or three nests had been dug up by
coyotes. We had no way of knowing for
sure they had not dug them all. Also, we
had marked the nests with iron stakes,
hoping they wowld also keep beach traffic
from running over the nests. Th ese had all
been removed by some person and were
stacked neatly on a small sandknoll ! We had
no way of knowing whether this same person had done some digging of his own.
On Friday, June 25th, I decided we had
lost again and moved most of our things and
the family back home. The main camp, trailer and shade were left until I could get help
42

to move them in on Sunday. A group of
friends were coming down to fish and help
us move. l\Iy son and I returned that Friday
night so the camp would not be left alone.
I decided that since we were leaving, I
might just as \\'ell check the nests. I wanted to see if the coyotes had got all the eggs
or if maybe some were left ( and wormy)
like those of the first year. I began to dig
very carefully at first, just skimming off
the top of the sand. After about an hour
of this, without finding anything, I went
at it quite furiously. I was so angry
and di sappo inted that I am sure I threw
sand about like a madman. Still nothing
was found. I went to bed that night feeling
very low, not much caring whether I got
up to go fishing the next morning as I
planned or not.
Imagine my surprise, if you can, when
I got up the next morning (forty-nine days
after having buried the eggs) and there in
the enclosure were twenty little turtles
scurrying around like something was after
them! I really let . out an old "Mexican
grito." What had happened was this: The
little sand dune we had used as a marker
was no longer where it had been when we
buried the eggs. The winds had shifted it
only slightly over the nests and covered them
much deeper than they should have been.
My digging had moved just enough sand so
the babies were able to find their way out.
The babies were turned . out and guarded
to the water. Sand crabs were everywhere,
but I'm sure this time the entire twenty
made it safely into the water. Needless to
say, fishing was forgotten for the day. I
stayed and watched all day, but nothing
more happened. That day my friends arrived and next morning when there were
still no more babies, we went fishing. Then
we broke camp as planned. I left the barrier around the nest as I planned to return
early Monday morning and check. them
again.
When I got there Monday, I found four
more babies and the san d torn up all
around. There were coyote tracks everywhere. There is no t elli ng for sure how
many they destroyed before I got there. I
knew then that we had moved too soon and
if there were any more to be hatched I had
better be there to protect them. The coyotes,
having found them, were s ure to return. I
returned to Brownsville and after work
that evening, threw my sleeping bag and a
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cot in the pick-up and went back to the
beach. I had a powerful light and my son's
22 cal. pistol. I parked about 30 yards from
the nest as I wanted the coyotes to come in
close enough to get a shot at them. Sure
enough, about 2 a.m. I suddenly awoke.
I don't remember hearing anything or being
disturbed in any way, but I was just as wide
awake as if someone had called my name.
I grabbed the pistol and shined the light on
the nests, then up and down the beach.
Nothing was in sight anywhere. I still was
not satisfied and got up to have a look. I
climbed down from the back of the pick-up
where I had set my cot and sure enough,
there were tracks where two coyotes had
stepped inside the enclosure, plus their runnings tracks showing they had left in a
hurry. I must have sensed them in my sleep
and scared them off before they could do
any damage There were just a few turtles
out the next morning.
That night when I returned again to the
nests I had company once more, my wife
and three year old son and the Lucious
Palmers, Lou and Minnie. The next morning there were seventeen babies for us

to guard to the water. It was quite a
thrill for all of us, but especially the Palmers. They had been with us the whole time
on the Mexican beach, sweating out the
hatch. These were the first babies they had
seen. Lou was all over the place, helping
them over the barriers, moving them closer
to the water, and talking to them as he
would his own child. Baby talk, of course.
I told him I thought they gained strength
by their hard fight and struggling to get
to the water, but he still insisted on helping them when the going got rough.
The count from this hatch to date was
51. Forty-seven had gone into the surf, two
my wife wanted to try to raise, and two
had died or been killed. This made a known
total for the two years of sixty-four. Not
much when you consider the number of eggs
transplanted, the number of hours spent,
the expense and wear and tear on one's
equipment and nerves. But, as I have mentioned before, I believe we had more hatch
uncounted than those we counted.
This was to be our last day. The Fourth
of July was coming up fast and we had
made plans for the Jong week-end. I had
(turn to p.45)

Jtk. Health ::H:ints
EYE AILMENTS:

FOR WORMS:

A drop or two of warm (room temperature) Boric Acid solution will help clear up
filmy or cloudy eyes. Apply with a dropper
or a cotton swab twice daily.
Alternate treatments of boric acid sol ution and prepared "Turtle Eye Drops" have
proved effective. At three hour intervals
apply the boric acid, then the eye drops.
Use daily until the condition clears, abo ut
three days. All possible natural sunlight is
one of the best treatments for continuing
good eye health.

Sprinkle Piperazine on food. This is
available from your veterinarian, usually in
powder form.

BLEEDING FROM A WOUND:

Paint the area with Tincture of Benzoin compound (Turlington's balsam).
FUNGUS ON FEET:

Coat tender spots with "Coppertox",
which can be obtained from your pet store
or veterinarian. This is a thick, greenish
compound.

PNEUMONIA:

Natural sunlight. Terramycin powder.
For a ten-pound turtle or tortoise use 1/2
teaspoonful powder in two ounces of water.
Do not give this all at once - give by
dropperfuls over a twenty-four hour period.
For babies, dissolve 1/2 teaspoonful pow- ·
der in one pint of water and give one teaspoonful of this diluted solution over twenty-four hour period. Adjust dosage for
weights in between these two limits.
Special Service for Subscribers: If you have
a particular health problem regarding a
turtle or tortoise, please send your question,
with a stamped, self-addressed envelope, to
the editors of this Journal and we will have
an expert return . a prompt reply.
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(from p . 43)

Padre Island
been reporting on and off for jury duty and
things in general just made it too hard to
keep up our vigilance. We took down the
barriers and smoothed out the area as
much as possible to make the place look less
conspicuous. I tore up my hankerchief and
some dirty T-shirt and hung them around
the nesting area in hopes that the "man
smell" might keep the coyotes away for
a while. We then left them on their own.
I owe a lot of thanks to many people,
too numerous to name here. To the Valley
Sportsmen Club for their encouragement,
and especially to my partners and office
employees whose time I infringed upon to
make these trips. There is one whose interest was great enough to merit special mention. Dr. B. T. Abbott, agronomist, father of
my brother-in-law, Freddy Abbott, was so
thrilled with the project that he flew in
from Memphis, Tennessee to make the trip
to Mexico with us. I think this is saying a
lot for a man in his eighties.
Sorry to report the two baby turtles we
tried to raise died in the aquarium some
two months later.

(from p.35J

(In a forthcoming issue, we will publish
furth er reports from Mr. Adams on the
hatch for 1966).

Terrarium Arrangement

phantopus nigrita change position quite
often from the lighted area to the darkened.
A similar arrangement, in proportion of
course, could be easily used in any size terrarium.
The primary precaution for tortoi ses,

(from p.3sl

1966
We returned from the Mexi can Rookery
with 2,102 eggs. These were planted in 13
nests on Padre I sland inside a wire cage to
protect them from coyotes and sand crabs.
A large hatch is hoped for this year and
we will be there to look after the babies and
get a count as they go into water.
The most interesting thing is that the
l\Iexicans are now protecting their own.
They had the Coast Guard patrolling the
beach and were effectively stopping all commercial business. Biologist Humberto Chavez of Tampico was there tagging and
measuring the mature mamas. They also
were transplanting eggs to a central fencedin area so they can guard· them through
hatching. They had tran splanted some
20,000 eggs in some 178 nests. Their program was much more thorough and scientific than ours has been. Among other things
· they measured the depth of each nest and
replanted the same eggs at the same depth
they were dug out. They also had an exact
record of when they were laid.

since they are -so subject to pneumonia, is
to keep their surroundings as dry as possible. We feel that with the terrarium arrangement described above we have been
quite successful in dealing with this problem in tortoi se rai sing.

The Captive Softshell

Reichenba ch-Klinke, H. and Elkan, E.
1965. The Principal Di seases of Lower Vertebra tes,
A cademic Press, New York, N. Y.
Smith, M.A.
l 931. The Fauna of Briti sh India ( Reptilia and Amphibia), Vol. 1, Taylor and Francis, London , Eng.
Stejneger, L.
1907. Herpetology of J>tpan and Adjacent T e rritory,
United States National Museum, Washington,

D. C.
Villiers, A.
1958. To rtues et Crocodiles de l'Afrique Noire Fra ncaise,
1.F.A.N. D>tkar, Africa.
Webb, R. G.
1962. North American Recent Sof:-shelled Turtles, University of K ansas, Lawrence, Kansas.
W e rmuth, H. and Mertens, R.
1961. Schildkroten - Krokodile - Bruckeneclisen , Gu st>tv
Fischer, Jena, Germany,

EDITOR'S NOTE: Mr. Mehrtens
,.has one of the most complete private
collections of turtles and tortoises in
the United States, perhaps in the world.
Turtle fanciers consult with him frequently.
Our readers can look forward to future articles from Mr. Mehrtens on the
care of turtles in captivity, based on
experiences gained from working with
his own collection.
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